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Heathcote’s Practice-led Teaching: Pioneering Research as well as Pioneering 
Pedagogy 
  
To find a form that accommodates the mess, that is the task of the artist now. 
Samuel Beckett (1978) 
 
 
 
It is widely recognised that Dorothy Heathcote was a dynamic and radical teacher 
who, over a thirty year period, transformed and continually reinvented drama 
teaching.  She did this by regularly and intensively working in the classroom, applying 
her art to learning and reflecting on its impact.  Heathcote initially worked closely with 
Gavin Bolton, and then with a relatively small number of expert practitioners. For 
Heathcote and the generations of drama teachers she influenced, classroom practice 
became the essential and necessary strategy for not only refining the skills of the 
drama teacher but for advancing understandings of drama pedagogy itself.  
 
Dorothy Heathcote: transforming the field through teaching practice 
 
There are a number of assumptions which underpinned Heathcote’s approach to 
practice and accounted for her success. The first was that the matter under 
investigation, which was to be explored through the drama, had to be drawn from the 
learners in order to engage them. This is captured in her famous starting point, “What 
shall we make a play about?” This play had to be for both the children and the 
teacher, for it established shared intentions. It was also understood as a starting 
point only and that once the dramatic action was underway, it had the potential to 
develop in a number of different directions. In this approach, the capacity for learning 
lay in the open and adroit capacity of all teachers and students, to respond to the 
potential incipient in the evolving tensions of the work. 
 
The second assumption for Heathcote was that the teaching strategies, or 
conventions, which could be deployed by the drama teacher arose directly from 
these innovative classroom encounters.  Heathcote's foundational paper, Signs And 
Portents (1982), was the first attempt to map these conventions of classroom 
practice and set them down for others to use and adapt. These conventions arose 
directly from the needs of her practice and were not imported as teaching strategies 
from another discipline or pedagogic system.These conventions were further distilled 
and catalogued by others, especially Jonathan Neelands and Jim Gray in their book 
Structuring Drama. The success of such books lies in the fact that they are 
serviceably grounded in authentic classroom practice, for it has been this labour in 
the classroom which has given rise to the conventions of process drama which are 
well known and shared today.   
 
Heathcote’s third assumption was that these new classroom approaches and the 
understandings which flow from them were best disseminated through her practice, 
and so, for 40 years, she has led demonstration classes which were observed by 
fellow teachers. Many of her sessions were video taped and these recordings 
collectively offer a powerful archive for analysis and reflection. As a dissemination 
strategy this has been particularly successful. Thousands of teachers have watched 
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her work, have catalogued her teaching strategies and processes, and have been 
inspired by her visionary encounters in the classroom. 
 
It is not surprising that Heathcote and her colleagues made a priority of disseminating 
their work in this way, rather than use the more well established method of reporting 
and dissemination through scholarly publications. Heathcote was not a prodigious 
writer and her writing, even at its most scholarly, appeared as occasional papers or in 
low impact (relative to the field of education as a whole) drama education journals.  
Heathcote and her colleagues knew that the dynamics of the drama classroom with 
its transformatory learning-in-action cannot be adequately captured in numbers and 
words - the symbolic languages of traditional scholarship.  Early on it was recognised 
that any reporting method which relies on academic texts to represent a complex 
system like a drama classroom is bound to be impoverished, for it simply cannot 
capture the nuances of the metaphors and images which are vital to its operation.  
So to disseminate the impact of this work, more embodied, kinaesthetic and aesthetic 
modes of representing experience had to be followed. 
 
Taken together, these assumptions which underpinned Heathcote's approach and 
gave rise to the form and materials of contemporary process drama, have resulted 
from what can be best understood as practice-led teaching. This was not teaching 
driven by the singleminded pursuit of predetermined goals or the introduction of 
learning techniques imported from some arsenal of genetic teaching strategies. Nor 
were these innovations the result of an application of theory arrived at through 
abstract thought or developed out of some laboratory experiment. Rather, these 
innovations arose out of a specific teaching practice which had to meet the demands 
and challenges of particular groups of students and situations. The impact of this 
practice quickly spread beyond these specific classrooms, for by continually 
engaging in classroom practice, Heathcote and others were not only demonstrating 
good teaching, they were in fact researching the field and working inductively from 
specific instances of practice to build larger theories of drama education. 
 
Could Heathcote’s practice-led teaching, so essential for advancing the field, be 
understood as research: could this teaching practice also be understood as a 
research practice? Given the innovation and impact of her contribution, it seems 
peevish to say her work was not research, for indeed the outcomes of her practice-
led approach conform to well established definitions of research: 
 
Research and experimental development (R&D) comprise creative work 
undertaken on a systematic basis in order to increase the stock of knowledge, 
including knowledge of man, culture and society, and the use of this stock of 
knowledge to devise new applications. (OECD 2002: 30) 
 
 
One reason Heathcote's practice-led teaching has not been understood as research 
is that her approach did not map comfortably on to the educational research 
traditions of the day which dictated what was acceptable and indeed what was ‘good’ 
research, probably because her approach is not seen to be ‘systematic’ enough. 
‘Serious’ educational researchers are expected to undertake their research within a 
shared set of rules and procedures – a catalogue of accepted research methods 
which have developed over time and across different disciplines to guide 
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researchers, efficiently and rigorously, to ‘legitimate’ outcomes. Anyone wishing to 
undertake any serious educational research is required to lay out their methodology 
for the study, show how certain kinds of quantitative and qualitative data are 
gathered and analysed, and present findings in a way that justifiable knowledge 
claims or educational innovations can be supported. Heathcote’s practice-led 
teaching fails to meet these quality standards imposed by traditional research. For 
much of the research industry, her methods of practice were too chaotic, too messy, 
too emotional and too unpredictable to legitimately uncover the determinant and 
identifiable processes which underpinned human behaviour and learning. 
 
As a result, for traditional researchers, then as well as now, it is inconceivable to 
understand Dorothy Heathcote’s pedagogic breakthroughs as the result of a 
legitimate research process. Clever and charasmatic teaching yes, research no. 
However, this position highlights the inability of organised research, with its well-
established assumptions and sets of techniques, to entertain a research process 
which does its work by creating ‘fictional realities’ of openness, allegory and 
uncertainty.   
 
Indeterminacy and ‘Mess’ in contemporary research 
 
Today, the broad context within which artists and cultural researchers operate 
accepts that theory in general must grapple with the inherent value in recognising the 
limits of its articulation, and since the late Enlightenment philosophy has been 
preoccupied with exploring the rich ground around ‘saying of the unsayable’. This 
engagement with the value of uncertainty or indeterminacy is especially evident in 
contemporary art, where each and every discipline has been affected.  Artists, 
philosophers and theorists have tested their critical understandings on the shifting 
forms and professional contexts of contemporary art, using them as a teething ring to 
formulate and test the limits of meaning making with their respective disciplines.  
 
Hassan has written most eloquently about indeterminacy and after analysing 
movements in science he concludes: 
 
Relativity, uncertainty, complementarity, and incompleteness are not simply 
mathematical idealisations; they are concepts that begin to constitute our 
cultural languages; they are part of a new order of knowledge founded 
on...indeterminacy (1978: 105). 
 
He argues that indeterminacy:  
 
...fills the space between the will to unmaking (dispersal, deconstruction, 
discontinuity etc.) and its opposite, the integrative will. Cultural indeterminacy, 
however, reveals itself with greater cunning and valency; choice, plurality, 
fragmentation, contingency, imagination are only a few of its ambiguous 
aspects (Hassan 1978: 109). 
 
 
While Hassan was writing this, the playwright Samuel Beckett expressed the 
challenge of the age this way, “To find a form that accommodates the mess, that is 
the task of the artist now." And in 1978 that’s exactly what Dorothy Heathcote was 
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doing through her practice - she was placing “a real man in a mess” and using that 
uncertain and disordered condition to construct learning and deepen aesthetic 
understandings. 
 
While artists, cultural theorists and some educators, such as Heathcote, accepted 
indeterminacy and uncertainty as a productive cultural force and driver of meaning 
making, it is anathema to traditional researchers and those dominant research 
paradigms which rest on methodological protocols which control and limit variables. 
After all, it is only through accepted and established methodological controls that the 
rigour, reliability and legitimacy of research can be assessed.  
 
However, slowly, but now with increasing frequency, researchers in the arts, social 
sciences and humanities are questioning the usefulness of these high hygiene 
approaches which seek to control and discipline variables and the uncertainty they 
inject into the study of human situations. Social science researchers like John Law, 
for example, argue strongly for research methodologies which are no longer 
obsessed with eliminating the problem and disruption of indeterminacy. In his book, 
After Method: Mess in Social Science Research (2004), Law, like Beckett and 
Heathcote twenty-five years earlier, sets out a case for contemporary researchers to 
adopt a more productive relationship with the ‘mess’ of human activities. He builds a 
sustained argument against the quantitative/qualitative iconography of traditional 
research methods and the distorting regimes and protocols they impose on both the 
researcher and the field of research.  
 
He describes the most pressing challenge of contemporary research thus: 
 
I want to move from the idea that only if you do your methods properly you will 
lead a healthy research life – the idea that you will discover specific truths 
about which all reasonable people can at least temporarily agree.  I want to 
divest it of what I will call ‘singularity’: the idea that indeed there are definite 
and limited sets of processes, single sets of processes, to be discovered if 
only you lead a healthy research life.  I want to subvert method by helping to 
remake methods: …methods that start to do this by escaping the postulate of 
singularity, and responding creatively to a world that has taken to be 
composed of an excess of generative forces and relations (Law 2004: 9). 
 
“…an excess of generative forces and relations…” - this is what Heathcote created 
and exploited in every classroom. We witnessed her live and on film, in classroom 
after classroom, embarking on a quest for learning which is typically slippery, elusive, 
often indistinct, textured, emotional, sliding and unpredictable. In the light of 
contemporary developments in artistic and social science research it is now possible 
to see Heathcote working not only a great teacher but as a researcher, deploying a 
set of methods and procedures from her practice which was investigating the 
epistemology of that practice for others to see, apply and subsequently research.   
 
Heathcote and practice-led research  
 
Of course, proclaiming Heathcote to be a researcher involves more than a demand 
and a defiant glint in the eye. To position her practice-led teaching within a more 
contemporary and tolerant research environment is one thing but in order to establish 
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her credibility as a researcher within that environment, it is necessary to demonstrate 
how her approach aligns with the ‘re-made’ methods John Law is advocating.  
 
To do this, we can take from the developments and discoveries of a number of 
researchers in the creative arts who over the past twenty years have worked to 
articulate a methodology that is most congenial to artists and designers – 
researchers who wish to research through their creative practice.  A number of terms 
have been proposed to describe this model of enquiry: “practice as research”, 
“practice-based research”, “practice-integrated research”, “studio research” and so 
on. However, in recent years, “practice-led research” has become a prominent term 
for effectively describing the research approach that enables practitioners to initiate 
and then pursue their research through practice.  
 
Carole Gray from the Visual Arts has been a principal architect in this, defining 
practice-led research as: 
 
Firstly, research which is initiated in practice, where questions, problems, 
challenges are identified and formed by the needs of practice and 
practitioners; and secondly, that the research strategy is carried out through 
practice, using predominantly methodologies and specific methods familiar to 
us as practitioners (Gray 1996: 3). 
Practice-led research is both effective and serviceable for it asserts the primacy of 
practice and insists that because creative practice is both ongoing and persistent, 
practitioner researchers do not merely “think” their way through or out of a problem, 
but rather they “practice” to a resolution. This need for a research strategy which 
embraces the ongoing primacy of practice applies not only to artists and designers 
but to other creative practitioners as well – such as practitioner/researchers of 
process drama. 
Carole Gray then offers us a starting point which will allow us to reframe Heathcote’s 
practice-led teaching as a form of practice-led research. 
Understanding Heathcote as a practice-led researcher  
To understand Heathcote as a practice-led researcher there are three conditions of 
practice-led research which map snugly onto her practice in the classroom.  
The first is to be found in Gray’s first condition for practice-led research, namely that 
it is “research which is initiated in practice, where questions, problems, challenges 
are identified and formed by the needs of practice and practitioners” (1996). This is a 
radical proposition stressing that the practice-led researcher does not need to have 
identified a pre-existing research problem before the research process gets under 
way. Instead the question, or problem or challenge for the research will emerge 
through the practice. This is echoed by Heathcote’s description of her work as 
“discovering by trial, error and testing; using available materials with respect for their 
nature, and being guided by this appreciation of their potential” (Heathcote 1967: 44).  
 
For traditional researchers, this openness is both uncomfortable and contentious, for 
identifying a clearly articulated research question or problem, especially early in the 
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research process, is an established credibility protocol for traditional research. As a 
matter of course, these researchers are asked to give a clear statement of the 
problem; to set out aims, objectives and the research questions to be answered; and 
in many cases to list the hypotheses to be tested. Statements of purpose, 
background, relevant literature, significance of the research problem and definitions 
of key terms follow. In effect these requirements frame problem-led research. 
 
However, Heathcote often did not commence work with a sense of a ‘problem’ which 
had to be answered. For her and her students, a starting point may be best 
understood as ‘a shared curiosity’ or a ‘need to know’. Heathcote constructed 
experiential starting points from which practice followed. She tended to ‘dive in’, to 
commence practising to see what emerged. This orientation of the creative 
artist/researcher is echoed by Henry Moore who wrote “I sometimes begin a drawing 
with no preconceived problem to solve...  But as my mind takes in what is so 
produced a point arrives where some idea becomes conscious and crystallises, and 
then control and ordering begins to take place” (James 1966: 210). 
 
Similarly, for the practice-led researcher, and Heathcote researching educational 
drama practice, many possible questions arise from the practice and it is only by 
managing the contingencies of that practice that the most fruitful research question(s) 
can be clarified and then addressed. 
 
The second condition of practice-led research captured in Carole Gray’s definition is 
that “the research strategy is carried out through practice, using predominantly 
methodologies and specific methods familiar to us as practitioners” (1996).  
Heathcote was masterful in distilling and applying the conventions of drama 
education to the creation of new knowledge and arriving at new ways of looking at 
the world. She was adroit in her manipulation of these conventions in action and as 
early as 1995, at the Institute of Drama Education in Brisbane, Gavin Bolton sensed 
“the possibility of drama itself being an investigatory tool” (Bolton 1996: 187). There 
have been movements in this direction since then, as a number of practitioner 
researchers (Norris 2000; Haseman 2007; Gattenhof and Radvan 2009) have sought 
to deploy educational drama’s specific methods as research methods in their own 
right. Today, practice-led researchers in our field are accepting Gray’s challenge to 
examine how our techniques of practice can be re-purposed into specific research 
strategies and methods for use and scrutiny by others. However in applying drama 
methods of practice to reflect on teaching and learning, Heathcote was working as a 
practice-led researcher, probably the first in our field. With this approach Heathcote 
was also meeting the expectation upon all researchers, that we have an obligation to 
make transparent the process we use to draw our conclusions; to warrant the claims 
we make.  
 
While not stated explicitly in Gray’s definition, the third condition of practice-led 
research aligns closely with Heathcote’s approach. This third condition holds that 
research outputs and claims to knowledge from practitioner/researchers must 
necessarily be reported through the symbolic language and forms specific to their 
practice. Heathcote knew that the most potent way of representing her claims to 
knowing was to make them through the forms of her practice. She travelled the 
world, ‘disseminating her findings’ through demonstration teaching (which would now 
be referred to as demonstrator projects) and had little interest in trying to translate 
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the findings and understandings of practice into the numbers (quantitative) and words 
(qualitative), preferred by traditional research paradigms. In this she aligns with 
artist/researchers: for the novelist who asserts the primacy of the novel; for the 3-D 
interaction designer it is the computer code and the experience of playing the game; 
for the composer it is the music; for the choreographer it is the dance; and for the 
designer it is the material form. She sits comfortably alongside today’s creative arts 
researchers who are establishing and building a performative research tradition to 
stand as an alternative to the positivism of traditional research (Haseman 2006).  
 
Of course, this insistence on reporting through the forms and outcomes of practice 
fundamentally challenges traditional ways of reporting research findings. In traditional 
research, text-based publication is the spine of the system. Researchers ideas, 
conclusions, findings and truth claims can be reported in numbers or propositional 
writing, and they can be published, ping around the world and be reviewed by peers 
everywhere. The edifice of research, and for assessing quality, is built around 
publications, peer assessment and citation. This hegemony of the written word in 
assessing the quality of traditional research, undercuts and undervalues the work of 
practitioner researchers such as Heathcote, for the opportunities for peer review of 
the artistry of classroom practice are severely restricted.  Only those present can 
engage in peer review – when the event is over, so are the possibilities for peer 
review. Not surprisingly, now early in the 21st Century, practice-led researchers are 
working to build a system for commenting on and annotating video records of their 
work. This is a citational infrastructure project which seeks to build a digital platform 
which allows for peer review and artist/teachers to interact and exchange views 
through rich media representations of their work.  
 
Conclusion: 
 
While many who were watching Heathcote at work knew they were watching a rare 
and potent teacher, some also sensed this had to be a great researcher at work as 
well.  But then (and still today in many education faculties) the vocabulary and 
grammar of research was too restricted, too dominated by positivist notions of 
methodology and truth-hunting to ever admit that this woman from the north of 
England, who celebrated and valued the productive power of uncertainty and mess in 
her laboratory, was actually pointing the way to an alternative research future. For 
Heathcote there were no million pound research grants, no scholarships for PhD 
students, no post doctoral fellowships to advance the epistemology, practice and 
impact of educational drama. As we re-consider Heathcote today we can marvel at 
what she achieved without access to the research infrastructure of her nation.  
 
I believe the case can be made that Heathcote was a practice-led researcher long 
before we had the category to understand and explain the species of research she 
was inventing. Yet again we find her so far ahead of the field it takes the rest of us a 
couple of decades to catch up, but in this catch-up, we can re-house Dorothy 
Heathcote’s classroom-based teaching methodology as a form of performative 
research in its own right.  
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